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DENTAL EXAMINATION OF SCHOOL CHILDREN 



W. C. RE A VIS 
Oakland City, Indiana 



The movement for dental examination of school children 
that has long been a matter of great concern in many European 
countries has come largely from two sources in America. 
First, public-health officials in their effort to cope with the prob- 
lem of public sanitation have found that the schools, on account 
of the unhygienic condition of the mouths of many children, are 
centers for the spread of contagious diseases. Second, edu- 
cators in their effort to make the school a more efficient insti- 
tution for the conservation of everything that might influence 
the welfare of the largest number of children have found that 
one of the greatest factors in mental and moral development 
is the status of the child's physical condition. Hence, with a 
different end in view, both professions have been led to seize 
the same means, and as a result the hygienic condition and 
environment of the child are receiving more attention than 
ever before. 

The attitude of the American public toward the care of teeth 
— especially children's teeth — has been one of gross neglect. 
Until recent years, the subject has not received a just amount of 
attention from professional men ; neither has it received sufficient 
emphasis in the teaching of physiology and hygiene in the public 
schools. For these reasons, ignorance of the proper care of 
teeth is widespread. For example, an idea has seemed to prevail 
that teeth need no attention until they begin to ache. This com- 
mon notion has resulted in the loss of millions of teeth that 
could have been saved by adequate dental care at the proper time. 

The real seriousness of the situation forces itself upon us 
as a national problem when we look into the condition of 
children's teeth over the country at large, and examine a suf- 
ficient number of statistics to permit of definite conclusions 
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An examination of 172,000 school children of New York 
City 1 has revealed the startling fact that 95 per cent need the 
attention of a dentist; 75 per cent had never visited a dental 
office. Detailed examination of 7,608 children from a selected 
school district showed the following results by grades : 



Grade 


Number Examined 


Number with Defective 
Teeth 


Percentage with Teeth 
Defective 


iA 


678 
I.U5 
9Si 
788 
663 
620 
533 
53i 
338 
299 
314 
367 
212 

159 

134 
70 


427 
749 
660 
416 
358 
350 
227 
209 

IOI 

97 
9i 
64 
76 
17 
64 
7 


62.9 
67.2 
69.4 

528 
54- 
56.4 
42.6 

39-4 
29.9 

32.4 
29.0 

38.3 
35-8 


IB 


2A.... 


2B 


3A 


3B 


4 A 


4B 


5A 


5B 


6A 


6B 


7A 


7B 


8A 


47-7 


8B 






Total 


7,608 











At Brookline, Massachusetts, the wealthiest town in America, 
75 per cent of the school children examined needed dental serv- 
ice. This clearly indicates that the ravages upon the teeth 
are by no means confined to the poorer class of people. 

A recent dental examination of the children of Sidney and 
the country districts of New South Wales revealed the follow- 
ing conditions : 





Boys 


Girls 


Number examined 


4,433 

14% 

3°% 

15% 

4-2 


3.2i6 
16% 

35% 

".7% 

4.8 


Permanent teeth decayed 


Milk teeth decayed 


Dirty mouths 


Decayed teeth per pupil 





Dental inspection in four representative schools of Cleve- 
land showed 92.83 per cent, 97.1 per cent, 95.31 per cent, and 

1 For references for this and subsequent statements of statistics see bibli- 
ography at end of paper. 
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98.43 per cent defective mouths respectively, and 15,061 dental 
cavities out of a total of 2,677 children, or an average of 5.6 
decays per pupil. 

In Germany, of 20,000 children between the age of six and 
sixteen, 95 per cent had dental caries. 

Free dental service in the public schools of Mexico showed 
that the entire school enrolment suffered from the propagation 
of dental defects. Dr. Maximo Silva, chief physician of the 
school of primary instruction, reports that all of the children 
have bad teeth. Irregularities are very common, mastication is 
bad, and most of the children suffer from gastric and intesti- 
nal catarrh. 

Dr. Ottofy reports, after giving much time to the study of 
teeth among different nations, that the Filipino children have 
only five sound teeth out of every hundred, the American 
children have seven, the Chinese twelve. 

These alarming proportions serve as only a few examples 
of actual conditions. Dr. Osier says : 

There is not any one single thing more important to the public in the 
whole range of hygiene than the hygiene of the mouth. If I were asked 
whether more physical deterioration was produced by alcohol or defective 
teeth, I should unhesitatingly say defective teeth. 

Recruiting officers in the United States Army and Navy 
have long recognized the fact that a man with defective teeth 
makes an unreliable soldier or sailor. During the year 1906, 
out of the 18,000 young men rejected, 1,000 were refused enlist- 
ment on account of bad teeth alone; and in the British army 
out of 23,000 men refused enlistment for all causes, in one 
year, 5,000 of these were rejected for either loss of teeth or on 
account of decayed teeth. 

The French sub-minister of war recently issued a circular 
regarding dental hygiene of the army, in which he shows that 
dental lesions have been responsible for much sickness. In 
1903, on account of teeth alone, 1,845 soldiers entered the hos- 
pital for treatment amounting to 18,639 days. Now, recruits 
are examined before entrance and regularly every three months 
after, in order that habits of hygiene may be established and 
maintained. 
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Experiments conducted on nine men for a period of four 
and one-half months to ascertain the value of proper mastica- 
tion and enjoyment of food showed at the end of the experi- 
ment that the men were able to do double the amount of work. 
In the light of this fact, we must inevitably conclude that 
there is a great waste in vitality to the child who is compelled 
to masticate his food with a set of grinders that cannot half 
perform their work. 

There is no time in life when good digestion and assimi- 
lation are of such vital importance as in the public-school 
period in which examinations reveal the teeth to be most seri- 
ously impaired. If the teeth are allowed to rot during this 
lapse of time between the loss of the temporary set and the 
eruption of the permanent set, when the tissues of the body 
are calling for a large amount of building material, a great 
waste in body and mind is sure to result. 

If the decaying deciduous teeth do not receive proper 
treatment, they often become sensitive and so tender to the 
touch of food that the process of mastication is slighted and 
the child forms the habit of bolting his food, a habit that 
insures indigestion with its retinue of ills. In addition to a 
decrease in weight that is sure to follow, Leonard P. Ayres 
has conclusively shown that the average number of grades com- 
pleted is .29 per cent less than by those having no physical 
defects, and that school progress is 5.9 per cent slower. 

Dental caries if allowed to exist become receptacles for the 
culture of disease-producing germs that not only drain into 
the alimentary canal, endangering the health of the particular 
individual, but also are scattered through the air by coughing 
and sneezing, thus spreading contagion to those around. One 
child with a very bad mouth may inoculate a number of others, 
regardless of how careful or clean they may be. 

Dr. Christian Greve in his work on the Prevention of 
Disease declares that good care must be taken of the milk teeth, 
if the cutting of the permanent set is to be regular. 

The first teeth must not be destroyed before their time, because inflam- 
mation and abscesses of these may injure the germ of the permanent tooth, 
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and because by early extraction abnormalities in position may arise. When 
a milk tooth is removed and the permanent tooth does not quickly fill up 
the gap, this becomes smaller by the approximation of the neighboring 
teeth, and the permanent tooth which subsequently appears must take an 
inclined position, i.e., forward or backward to the alveolar arch. On the 
other hand the milk teeth or their remnants must not remain too long in the 
mouth, but be removed in time to prevent similar ill effects. 

Irregularities and abnormalities in shape and position not only 
injure the looks of an individual, but also are conducive to 
early decay. Particles of food lodge among the irregulari- 
ties and are difficult to dislodge, and as a result decay is per- 
mitted to set in earlier and to go on more rapidly. 

Dr. Holmes of the University of Pennsylvania reports a case 
where impacted dentition was found to be the cause of an ex- 
treme peripheral irritation that resulted in the moral delin- 
quency of a boy, who speedily recovered after the extraction 
of the disturbing teeth. This clearly indicates that physiological 
activities going on in the jaws as a result of the exchange of 
deciduous and permanent dentures may be fruitful causes of 
serious reflex disturbances. 

The common practice of parents has been to disregard the 
first set of teeth, thinking that, because they were short-lived, 
the sooner they were destroyed, the sooner they would be replaced 
by a sound permanent set. To see the fallacy of this notion, one 
needs only observe the conditions of decay of the first perma- 
nent molars that erupt between the sixth and seventh year, 
commonly called the sixth-year molars. 

The following chart showing the results of an examination 
of the sixth-year molars of 400 school children at Oakland 
City, Indiana, last February, ought to convince the most skepti- 
cal that neglect of the temporary teeth means the rapid and 
early decay of the permanent set. 

While the exact causes of decay in its larger aspects are not 
definitely known beyond the fact that certain sugar-splitting 
enzymes produce lactic acid that decalcifies the tooth structure, 
thus affording entrance for bacteria, a study of the above curves 
leads us to believe that decay is largely a matter of local infec- 
tion, for 13.5 per cent of the sixth-year molars became affected 
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before they were a year old. The rapid decline in decay after 
the fourteenth year is due to the greater care exercised by the 
older pupils in regard to the sanitary conditions of the mouth 
and more frequent dental care. The importance of timely inspec- 
tion and antiseptic treatment is imperative, for the removal of 
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An Examination of the Sixth- Year Molars of 400 Children at Oakland 

City, Ind. 

The unbroken line represents the percentage of defective sixth-year molars 
according to age of children examined. 

The broken line represents the percentage of defective sixth-year molars accord- 
ing to the grade. 

74 children had at least one molar decayed. 
60 children had at least two molars decayed. 
62 children had at least three molars decayed. 
44 children had the four molars decayed. 
147 children had molars in good condition, i.e., either sound or filled. 

bacteria and decomposing food particles from the mouth pre- 
vents both decay and the spread of many diseases. 

Until public sentiment crystallizes on this important ques- 
tion, the professional dentists must give of their time in co- 
operation with school officials to the hygienic education of the 
children and the public. Free dental examination of school 
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children and the circulation of good literature on the nature and 
care of the teeth ought to hasten the day when a free dental 
clinic will become a department of every city school system. 
Free infirmaries for the treatment of children's teeth have 
already been established in several American cities, and for 
several years they have been regarded as indispensable in many 
cities of Russia, Germany, Belgium, Sweden, Denmark, Italy, 
France, England, and Japan. 

Because school boards are not yet ready to provide for the 
establishment of these clinics is no reason why dentists and 
school officials should do nothing to alleviate present conditions. 
With proper co-operation between these professions the public 
can be aroused and educated to a higher sense of hygienic better- 
ment. 

At Oakland City, Indiana, the question was brought before 
the teachers' and parents' association by the superintendent of 
schools and the local dentists, and a demand was at once made 
upon the Board of Education to permit the dentists to make an 
examination of the school children. Blanks were prepared 
showing the cuts of both temporary and permanent sets of teeth 
and the following facts were recorded : name and age of pupil, 
name of parent, name of teacher, number and location of de- 
cayed teeth, condition of mouth and remarks by the examiner 
in regard to the particular needs of the pupil. The blanks were 
printed in red ink and the secretary who recorded the observa- 
tions of the dentist marked with a pencil X, O, or F to denote 
whether the tooth was decayed, out, or filled. The duplicates 
that were sent to the parents thus showed the location and con- 
dition of each defective tooth. A sample box of tooth paste 
with directions for the best use of a brush was given to each 
pupil examined. 

In brief, the results of the examination were as follows: 
407 children were examined, 53 had teeth in good condition, 210 
had from one to four teeth decayed, 133 had from five to ten 
teeth needing attention, 1,616 defective teeth were found, 87 
per cent of the pupils had bad teeth, with an average of 3.97 
decays per pupil. 
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During the following three months 15 per cent of the chil- 
dren received dental attention and a great many who had pre- 
viously neglected to care for their teeth formed regular habits 
of using the brush. The examination proved to be a great edu- 
cation to the children in hygiene, as well as the means of awaken- 



Free Dental Examination 



Name of pupil Age_ 

Name of parent 



Name of teacher 



Has the pupil ever had any dental work done? 



CONDITION OF TEETH 
Remarks: Teeth marked need attention_X 



FIRST SET 



SECOND 



Examined by Dr. 



Date 191. 



ing the parents to a greater sense of responsibility in the physical 
condition of the child. 

With this mass of data at hand in regard to the prevalence 
of defective teeth and their known effects upon the individual 
child and the possibilities of endangering the health of associ- 
ates, it seems that a fruitful field is open to all who are interested 
in social and hygienic betterment. 
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